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Lauren M. Anderson – landerson@nwherald.com One of McHenry County's
groundwater monitoring wells is near Valley-Hi Nursing Home in Woodstock.
There are 40 wells throughout the county monitoring the water levels in the
aquifers, producing residents' drinking water. (Lauren M. Anderson –
landerson@nwherald.com)
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Monitoring our water supply
County well network getting high-tech upgrades

By KEVIN P. CRAVER – kcraver@nwherald.com
Comments (6 comments)

Recommend 8 people recommend this.

To a casual observer, the
green metal tube sticking out
of the ground near the Valley
Hi Nursing Home looks like
something out of a science
fiction movie.

Its thick antenna, powered by
a solar panel aimed
skyward, beams back
information to McHenry
County officials. The tube,
drilled deep into the ground,
is keeping a daily tab on our
life’s blood – water levels in
the aquifers from which all
320,000 county residents get
their drinking water.

The county’s network of
groundwater monitoring
wells is not new – all 40 of
them were drilled more than
1½ years ago.

But the new wrinkle is the
gadgetry that allows the
wells to beam back their own
data rather than someone from the county having to come out and collect it.

Federal funding is allowing the U.S. Geological Survey to install the high-tech
devices on all the wells by October.

Every passing year gives the county more data with which to work, Water
Resources Manager Cassandra McKinney said. That data, she hopes, can
help prevent the predictions made in numerous studies that development in
McHenry County could end up exceeding what aquifers can provide.

“We have the opportunity to change the future for the better. The studies have
predicted water shortages, but that doesn’t have to be our fate. If we learn how
to protect and preserve water, the future can be much better,” McKinney said.

McHenry County put up half of the $595,000 to drill the wells; U.S. Rep. Don
Manzullo, R-Ill., secured the other half. An additional $280,000 in federal
funding, no match required, is funding the high-tech upgrade, as well as a
computerized gauge for the Kishwaukee River.

County residents used 38.8 million gallons of groundwater a day in 2005,
according to a 2008 study by the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning.
The study says that by 2050, that amount could increase by only 7 million
gallons a day if county and municipal governments develop smartly.

If development trends continue as they did before the bursting of the housing bubble, that amount could increase
to 64.7 million gallons a day. Under the worst-case scenario outlined by CMAP, the amount could increase to 100
million gallons a day.

A separate study estimates that the county’s aquifers could sustain a use of 120 million gallons a day, but the
problem is that the bulk of the water isn’t where the largest users are. And by far, the vast majority of the county’s
water users live in municipalities, where the county does not have jurisdiction over water.
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McKinney’s role since her 2007 hiring has been aggressive outreach, such as asking cities to review and consider
the county’s water resources action plan and community outreach on how residents can conserve through
practices as simple as not running water while brushing teeth.

The county’s efforts are not going unnoticed, said Lenore Beyer-Clow, policy director for Openlands, a Chicago-
based conservation agency, and former director of the Environmental Defenders of McHenry County.

“Throughout the region, municipalities are just beginning to understand the impacts they’re having, and its relation
to land use,” she said. “There’s good planning going on by regional entities and the county, but municipalities have
to buy into the overarching issues about water.”
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